Rhein reduces proteoglycan loss during the autolytic breakdown of cultured cartilage.
Rhein (R: 1,8-dihydroxy-3-carboxyanthraquinone) is the active metabolite of the drug diacerhein (DAR), an anthraquinone molecule which has recently been proposed for the long-term treatment of osteoarthrosis. In the present study we have examined the effects of rhein, as compared to indomethacin or hydrocortisone, on an in-vitro model of cartilage degradation, represented by the autolytic breakdown of the articular cartilage excised from rabbit knee and cultured for seven days. During this period there is a spontaneous loss of proteoglycans. At the end of the period we measured the amount of proteoglycans which remained bound to the cartilage. The samples treated with R revealed dose-dependent modifications in the amounts of cartilage-bound proteoglycans, with a 40% increase as compared with non-treated samples at the dose of 7 x 10(-5) M. We conclude that R shows a protective effect on the articular cartilage, and that at least a part of the beneficial effect that DAR has shown in the course of clinical trials in osteoarthrosis may be due to direct effects of its active metabolite (R) on cartilaginous tissue.